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The  Structured  Interview 

Squadron  Leader  Robert  W Thompson  RAF 

Officer  and  Aircrew  Selection  Centre 
Royal  Air  Force  College  Cranwell 
Sleaford,  Lincolnshire,  NG34  8GZ 
United  Kingdom 


Summary 

"Employee  selection  is  usually  a lottery,  and  interviews  are  not  the  best  forum  for  checking  the  right  person". 
This  is  a recent  claim  by  a United  Kingdom  firm  of  recruitment  consultants  which  advocates  its  own  assessment 
centre  as  the  way  ahead  for  graduate  recruitment 

Research  by  another  recruitment  group,  Robert  Half  International,  indicates  that  it  takes  only  a matter  of  minutes 
for  the  interviewer  to  decide  whether  the  body  on  the  other  side  of  the  desk  is  the  right  person  for  the  job.  This 
research  indicated  that  more  than  20%  of  managers  who  were  interviewed  claimed  that  they  could  make  up  their 
minds  about  a candidate  within  one  to  five  minutes.  A further  45%  believed  that  they  were  able  to  sum  up  a 
person's  suitability  in  under  15  minutes.  If  these  figures  are  correct,  then  clearly  the  way  the  candidate  walks, 
dresses  and  how  the  body  language  shapes  up  for  the  first  handshake,  can  all  have  a major  effect  on  deciding 
which  way  a career  and  life-changing  interview  may  go.  Headhunters  and  executive  search  specialists  all  report 
that,  however  well-intentioned,  objective  and  scientific  the  interview  system,  there  are  certain  prejudices  which 
can  never  be  eradicated.  For  instance,  for  most  there  is  a natural  preference  for  working  with  good-looking 
people.  Significantly,  it  is  no  coincidence  that  there  are  disproportionately  few  good-looking  people  doing 
menial  jobs. 

It  is  current  fashion  therefore  to  discredit  the  interview  as  a means  of  selection.  However,  the  Royal  Air  Force 
uses  a structured  interview  as  an  initial  assessment  procedure  and  also  as  a useful  filter  for  candidates  seen  as 
less  able.  Following  interview,  candidates  are  graded  on  a scale  of  one  (lowest)  to  7 (highest).  Statistical 
analysis  of  successful  officer  candidates  shows  a persuasive  correlation  between  interview  grades  and  the  quality 
of  success  during  officer  training.  The  Royal  Air  Force  is  of  the  firm  opinion  that  the  structured  interview 
remains  a successful  yardstick  and  tool  during  officer  selection.  How  is  this  so? 

1 .  First  and  foremost,  the  interviewers,  who  always  have  a wealth  of  general  military  experience,  are  formally 
trained  interviewers.  The  Interview  Board  consists  of  2 senior  officers. 


2.  Secondly,  the  interview  is  specifically  structured  and  tailored  to  elicit  and  accurate  picture  of  the  candidate, 
vis-a-vis  his/her  suitability  for  officer  training. 

3.  Following  the  interview,  where  there  is  a difference  of  opinion,  the  differences  are  discussed  and  a 
compromise  agreement  is  reached.  Where  there  is  no  compromise  (and  this  is  rare)  differences  are  recorded 
and  then  independently  reviewed. 

4.  The  Interview  Boards  are  subjected  to  regular  standardization  checks  by  an  independent  board  of  assessors. 

Experience  has  shown  that  the  structured  interview  carried  out  by  2 formally  trained  officers,  has  a high  degree 
of  objectivity.  The  interview  lasts  for  45  minutes  and  all  of  that  time  is  essential,  plus  later  discussion  between 
Board  Members,  to  formulate  an  overall  opinion  and  assessment. 

Within  the  Royal  Air  Force  Officer  and  Aircrew  Selection  Centre,  the  structured  interview  remains  an  integral 
and  accurate  method  of  assessment. 

The  Structured  Interview 


What  is  meant  by  a structured  interview?  Simply,  it  is  that  the  interview  is  designed  around  a format.  This 
format  enables  the  interviewers  to  extract  all  relevant  information  from  the  candidate  and,  at  the  same  time, 
identify  many  of  the  useful  skills,  qualities  and  traits  which  are  considered  either  to  be  essential  or  desirable  in  a 


Paper  presented  at  the  RTO  HFM  Workshop  on  “ Officer  Selection”, 
held  in  Monterey , USA,  9-11  November  1999,  and  published  in  RTO  MP-55. 
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potential  officer.  At  the  same  time,  the  structure  of  the  interview  can  also  highlight  weaknesses  which  would 
reduce  the  candidate's  trainability  and  potential. 

It  must  be  emphasized  that  the  "structure"  is  not  a simple  list  of  questions  which  the  interviewers  adhere  to. 
Indeed,  there  is  no  list.  The  structure  enables  free-flow  dialogue  between  interviewer  and  interviewee  and,  as  the 
interview  progresses,  the  qualities  good  or  bad  are  noted  as  they  materialize.  Furthermore,  preparation  for  any 
interview  is  vital.  It  is  possible  to  prepare  a great  deal  from  the  candidate's  dossier.  The  candidate's  dossier, 
which  has  been  prepared  by  support  staff  over  many  weeks  prior  to  the  interview,  should  include  the  following: 

1 . The  candidate's  curriculum  vitae. 

2.  References  obtained  from  employers/colleges/  schools. 

3.  Persona]  references  (usually  of  limited  value). 

4.  Medical  record/history. 

5.  The  candidate's  application  form. 

6.  Academic  qualifications  (checked  and  certified). 

The  application  form  itself  is  a particularly  useful  tool  to  set  the  scene.  It  should  include: 

1.  Date  and  place  of  birth  (verified). 

2.  Academic  History  - Basic  qualifications/ 

involvement/sporting 
interests  at  school  and  college 

- Further  Education  at  college/ 
university  plus  involvement 

- Part-time  Study 

3.  Employment  Record. 

4.  Civil/police  prosecutions. 

5.  Sporting  involvement,  hobbies  and  interests. 

Record  of  significant  detail  has  to  be  extracted  and  recorded  on  a set  of  easy-to-use  Interview  Forms.  Further 
recording  is  then  made  on  these  forms  as  the  interview  progresses  in  order  to  complete  the  picture. 

To  be  effective,  the  Interview  Board  must  consist  of  2 officers.  The  flow,  even  rapport  with  the  interview  would 
be  lost  by  pregnant  pauses  if  the  interviewer  had  to  slow  to  take  notes.  Thus,  within  any  structured  interview, 
one  colleague  talks  whilst  the  other  one  takes  notes.  The  Royal  Air  Force  has  found  that  this  technique  works 
very7  well  although,  in  order  to  get  a balanced  opinion  and  feel  for  the  candidate,  the  Boarding  Officers  change 
roles  half-way  through  the  interview7.  The  note-taker  becomes  the  interviewer  and  vice  versa. 

The  basic  structure  of  the  interview  is  as  follows  in  more  detail. 

1.  One  officer  collects  the  candidate  from  the  reception  area  and  escorts  him/her  to  the  interview  room.  Whilst 
it  is  easy  to  form  a first  impression  during  this  short  phase,  this  has  to  be  avoided,  save  for  an  objective 
perusal  of  the  candidate's  attire,  bearing  and  general  demeanour. 

2.  The  candidate  is  settled  into  the  interview  after  introducing  the  second  colleague.  The  structured  part  of  the 
interview7  can  then  begin  and  a simple,  discreetly  concealed,  card  is  used  as  a reminder  of  the  interview 
design  and  questioning  progression.  The  interview  follows  this  broad  format: 
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3.  At  Annex  A is  a typical  card.  Within  it  there  are  many  headings  in  order  to  prompt  questions.  The 
candidate's  answers  are  added,  where  necessary,  to  embellish  the  Interview  Forms. 

Whilst  the  interviewer  and  the  candidate  are  locked  into  the  questions  and  answers  elicited  from  the  structure  as 
detailed  on  the  card,  the  other  colleague  records  the  extra  detail,  adding  meat  to  the  information  which  was 
gained  during  pre-interview  preparation.  However,  and  this  is  the  vital  part  of  the  whole  process,  a record  is  also 
made  by  the  non-interviewer  of  impressions  and  a separate  list  of  qualities,  skills  and  obser\>ations  is  made.  The 
form  is  simple.  At  Annex  B is  an  example. 

The  form  is  very  easy  to  use.  It  is  a simple  matter  of  recording  the  'qualities'  noted,  good  or  bad,  on  the  form.  In 
order  to  give  some  sort  of  weight  also  to  the  9 separate  headings,  each  block  is  given  a score  on  the  right  of  the 
form.  In  this  instance,  a score  of  1 is  regarded  as  'very  poor',  whereas  9 is  'exceptional'.  Generally,  5,  which  is 
in  the  middle,  is  regarded  as  satisfactory.  Clearly,  the  more  qualities  that  are  recorded  in  the  left  hand  'plus' 
column,  then  the  higher  the  score.  As  an  example,  2 plus  'qualities'  and  2 negative  'qualities'  will  probably 
justify  a score  of  5,  that  is,  a satisfactory  overall  balance.  On  the  left-hand  side  of  the  form  are  some  useful 
words  which  act  as  a reminder.  The  interviewers  are  not  bound  by  the  words,  however,  and  can  use  other 
descriptions  when  and  as  appropriate. 

Half-way  through  the  interview  (usually  after  about  25  minutes)  the  Board  will  have  formed  a pen  picture  of  the 
candidate.  The  interviewers  then  change.  The  paperwork  is  passed  over,  and  the  second  interviewer  then  looks 
more  closely  at  the  applicant's  Motivation,  RAF  Knowledge  and  General  Awareness.  This  second  part 
usually  takes  about  20  minutes  and,  as  before,  there  is  no  specific  list  of  questions.  Although  it  usually  follows 
this  format: 


Again,  a reminder  card  gives  headings  and  guides  in  order  to  develop  the  questions.  At  Annex  C is  an  example. 

Whilst  the  second  interviewer  is  questioning,  the  first  interviewer  continues  to  record  on  the  sheet  qualities  and 
any  additional  comment.  In  addition,  he  checks  and  confirms  (or  even  notes  disagreements)  the  qualities  noted 
in  the  first  part  of  the  interview.  He  will  also  add  his  own  impressions.  This  double-check  goes  a great  way  to 
removing  individual  subjectivity.  There  are  also  3 other  boxes  on  the  recording  sheet  which  the  recorder 
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completes  during  the  second  part  of  the  interview.  He  will  also  'score'  these  3 boxes,  recording  his  observations 
on  the  candidate's  Awareness,  Motivation  and  Overall  Impact. 

The  interview  is  completed  by  asking  the  candidate  what  other  applications  for  employment  he  might  have 
generated  and  also  what  would  his  intentions  be  if  unsuccessful  with  this  application.  He/she  is  then  given  the 
opportunity  to  ask  questions  of  the  Board,  but  this  is  limited  by  the  caveat  "within  the  context  of  the  interview". 

So,  the  interview  is  then  complete.  It  must  again  be  emphasized  that  there  is  no  specific  list  of  questions. 
However,  it  is  worth  mentioning,  at  this  point,  a simple  questioning  technique.  Wherever  possible,  indirect 
questions  are  used;  that  is,  each  question  starting  with  words  such  as  when  (dates),  where?  who?  why?  how 
long?  how  often?  This  ensures  that  the  candidate  cannot  respond  with  the  simple  answer  Yes  or  No.  After  all, 
one  of  the  objects  of  the  interview  is  to  get  the  candidate  talking. 

When  the  candidate  has  left,  the  Board  Members  discuss  the  qualities  recorded.  It  is  surprising  how  close  the 
opinion  is  in  the  vast  majority  of  occasions.  Where  differences  cannot  be  resolved,  record  is  made,  although  the 
senior  Board  Member's  overall  score  is  naturally  final.  Almost  always,  discussion  between  the  colleagues 
resolves  the  differing  opinions. 

So,  now  there  is  a completed  scoring  sheet.  It  is  then  possible  to  come  up  with  a Board  Grade.  An  equal 
balance  of  strengths  and  weaknesses  would  lead  to  a satisfactory  grade  (or  'score').  More  positive  qualities 
w'ould  increase  the  Board  Grade.  In  the  Royal  Air  Force  system,  a Board  Grade  of  1 is  'very  poor',  increasing 
score  only  up  to  a maximum  Board  Grade  of  7 (ie  'exceptional').  Incidentally,  the  final  Board  Grade  of  7 is  on  a 
different  scale  to  the  1 to  9 seen  on  the  scoring  sheet. 

There  are  definitions  to  help  us  define  the  Final  Board  Grade.  At  Annex  D is  a completed  form  which  is  an 
example  of  a very  high  Board  Grade.  It  can  be  seen  that  there  is  a preponderance  of  positive  scores  on  the  left. 

Conversely,  at  Annex  E is  an  example  of  a very  weak  candidate  who  would  not  be  acceptable.  Note  that  there  is 
a preponderance  of  weaknesses  listed  on  the  right-hand  side. 

Verification  of  the  Roval  Air  Force  Interview  Procedure 


Candidates  can  be  tracked  through  to  and  beyond  Initial  Officer  Training  as  the  Department  of  Initial  Officer 
Training  is  located  on  the  same  base  as  the  Officer  and  Aircrew  Selection  Centre  at  the  Royal  Air  Force  College 
Cranwell.  In  order  to  demonstrate  the  validity  to  the  Structured  Interview,  the  Board  Grades  of  consequential 
Officer  Cadet  Prize  Winners  over  a period  of  18  months  are  included  at  Annex  F.  This  indicates  quite 
substantial  accuracy  of  the  Structured  Interview  in  identifying  potential. 

It  can  be  seen  that  the  percentage  of  Board  Grades  5 and  6 is  very  small,  yet  there  is  a significant  preponderance 
of  higher  Board  Grades  amongst  the  Prize  Winners.  The  Royal  Air  Force  remains  confident  that  their  interview 
system,  using  a Structured  Interview,  is  not  only  objective  but  is  also  accurate  and  effective  in  predicting  not 
just  success  in  Initial  Officer  Training,  but  also  quality. 

To  conclude  then,  in  the  RAF's  selection  procedure,  the  interview  is  only  the  first  stage.  It  acts  as  a useful  filter 
to  weed  out  the  poor  candidates  - perhaps  about  25%  of  applicants  invited  for  interview.  The  remainder  of  the 
candidates  then  proceed  to  the  next  stage  of  the  selection  procedure,  where  they  are  grouped  in  syndicates  of  5 or 
6 to  expose  them  to  a selection  of  group  exercises.  Their  performance  is  again  monitored  and  scored  and  this 
second  score,  together  with  the  performance  seen  at  interview,  is  used  to  make  the  final  selection.  Overall 
validation  of  the  system  can  be  gauged  by  a very  low,  eventual  failure  rate  during  Initial  Officer  Training. 


The  Interview  Card  - Part  1 
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Force  of  personality,  Presence, 
Assertiveness,  Strength  of  impact.  Reaction 
to  pressure 
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